



The Limitation of Multi-criteria Feasibility Evaluations in High-Speed Rail 








In Partial Fulfillment  
of the Requirements for the Degree 
















I’d like to thank my advisor, Professor Leah Meisterlin. Her enthusiasm, wide range of 
knowledge, and logical insight guided me through the researching process. I would also like to 
thank my reader, Professor Kate Ascher, for introducing valuable resources from the 
transportation planning industry and providing comments during the thesis jury. Thanks to Mr. 
Trent Lethco for reading the draft and providing important feedback on content. Finally, I’d like 




Table of Contents 
Abstract 
Chapter 1: Introduction and Literature Review  ..............................................................................1 
Background of High-Speed Rail ...............................................................................................1 
California High-Speed Rail  .....................................................................................................3 
 Northeast Corridor High-Speed Rail  ......................................................................................4 
Literature Review on Multi-criteria Feasibility Studies  ........................................................5 
General   ...................................................................................................................................5 
California High-Speed Rail  .....................................................................................................7 
Northeast Corridor  .................................................................................................................10 
Research Questions  .................................................................................................................12 
Chapter 2: Research Design and Findings  ....................................................................................14 
Methodology  ............................................................................................................................14 
Findings  ....................................................................................................................................16 
Findings from feasibility studies  ...........................................................................................16 
Findings from interviews  .......................................................................................................19 
Chapter 3: Discussion and Conclusion ..........................................................................................34 
Discussion  .................................................................................................................................34 
Rational Decision or Rationalize Decisions ...........................................................................34 
Unreliable Funding Sources for Infrastructure Projects .........................................................35 
Relative Independent State Government  ...............................................................................37 
Hard to Balance Level of Public/Academic Participation ......................................................38 
Difference between Feasibility Study and Business Case ......................................................39 
Long Feasibility Study Cycles ................................................................................................40 




Conclusion  ................................................................................................................................42 





Though the United States has proposed several high-speed rail (HSR) lines, the current 
number of completed high-speed rail lines in the US is still zero. Feasibility evaluations for each 
proposal have been done, but each project has been stopped. California high-speed rail is under 
construction, but Northeast Corridor was held off. If the feasibility studies show that the project 
is feasible, why one is happening but the other one is not? What’s the role of feasibility studies in 
decision making process? What may happen within the decision-making process to make one 
project stop? It is useful to research the limitations of multi-criteria feasibility evaluations in 
HSR projects from California HSR and the Northeast Corridor as representative mass 
transportation projects, as well as considering how politics influence HSR decision-making. The 
research results will benefit professional planners who use feasibility studies to support decision-
making, as well as scholars who prepare feasibility studies.  




Chapter 1: Introduction and Literature Review 
Background of High-Speed Rail 
High-speed rail (HSR) has varied definitions in different countries. In general, HSR is 
defined as a rail transport method significantly faster than traditional rail transit. The US 
Department of Transportation’s Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) defines high speed rail 
as a service “that is time-competitive with air and/or auto for travel markets in the approximate 
range of 100 to 500 miles” (Department of Transportation, Federal Railroad Administration, 
1997). This transportation method is a complex, integrated system that combines state-of-the-art 
practices in many different fields, including infrastructure, stations, rolling stock, operations, 
maintenance strategy, corresponding facilities, finance, marketing, management, and legal 
issues. 
HSR is a popular transit mode in many different countries because it allows significantly 
faster transit times compared to traditional rail transit systems. In 1964, the first HSR system, 
known as a bullet train, began operating in Japan, and currently, newly built passenger-dedicated 
high-speed lines, not including intercity lines, run for about 12,000 miles in China. However, 
HSR is only now becoming a reality in the United States. The US High Speed Ground 
Transportation Act in 1965 failed to promote HSR. As of 2015, construction on the California 
high-speed rail, the first HSR in the US, was proposed, funded, and executed by the California 
High-Speed Rail Authority. Additionally, America 2050, a project under the Regional Plan 
Association, has developed prioritization models for current investments in HSR infrastructure 
for better transportation as well as economic and societal benefits, and the project has published 
several studies regarding HSR feasibility. 
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United States presidents have also made efforts to expand HSR. President Obama signed 
the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act in February 2009, which included $8 billion in 
funds for the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) to develop HSR projects and intercity 
transportation connections beyond surface transportation to reduce congestion, decrease 
dependence on foreign oil, and develop livable rural communities (FRA, 2009). In May 2017, 
President Trump announced a $650 million federal grant to fully fund the California HSR 
(Williams, 2017). Though President Obama supported proposals for several HSR lines in the 
Northeast Corridor, Florida, and Texas, the number of completed HSR lines in the US is still 
zero. However, proposals for construction on the Northeast Corridor and Florida lines were 
stopped after a number of feasibility evaluations.  
The difficulties among all high-speed rail proposals varies. Florida high-speed rail was 
mandated by a constitutional referendum in 2000. However, after four years, another referendum 
in 2004 takes the previous one off (Lyne, 2004). Later, the Florida legislature approved SunRail 
in a special session in late 2009, which along with work already completed on the originally 
proposed line between Tampa and Orlando, was instrumental in the state winning a significant 
amount of the total amount allotted to high-speed rail. Three years later, Florida’s newly elected 
governor Rick Scott cancelled the project (Williams, 2011). With two times of back-and-forth, 
one high-speed rail plan, named Brightline from Miami to Orlando was executed by a private 
developer in 2012, and began service between Fort Lauderdale and West Palm Beach in 2018 
(Broadt, 2018). 
Texas high-speed rail, known as “Texas Triangle”, was proposed in 2002 by Governor 
Rick Perry. In 2006, American Airlines and Continental Airlines formally joined THSRTC, in an 
effort to bring high-speed rail to Texas as a passenger collector system for the airlines. The 
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Texas High Speed Rail and Transportation Corporation developed the Texas T-Bone and Brazos 
Express corridors to link Central Texas (High-Speed Intercity Passenger Rail (HSIPR) Program, 
2009). In 2012, Central Japan Railway Company signed up to be the primary investor in the 
project, and the service is expected to begin in 2024 (Joyce, 2012). 
Feasibility studies have limited scales, which means each feasibility evaluation can only 
be used in certain cases with specific given information and reasonable assumptions. Typical 
feasibility studies for HSR, including quantitative analysis (discussed in the literature review), 
are based on ridership demand, geographic features, local context, environmental impact, 
funding levels, physical feasibility, and city characteristics. However, detailed research is needed 
regarding economic and political factors that impact HSR projects. Therefore, this thesis studies 
how political and economic factors influence the decision-making process for high-speed rail 
projects. Furthermore, the thesis discovers what the role of feasibility studies are in the decision-
making process of mega-transportation planning projects. Two key cases studies are selected for 
further comparison research: California high-speed rail, and Northeast Corridor high-speed rail. 
The reasons of selection are majorly focused on jurisdiction level, governments’ decision-
making procedure, and funding sources. 
 
California High-Speed Rail 
The California High-Speed Rail, a high-speed rail system currently under construction in 
California, aims to run between northern California to southern California, including major areas 
including the San Francisco Bay Area, San Joaquin Valley, and Los Angeles. The HSR’s 
projected top speed will reach 220 mph from San Jose to Burbank with dedicated, grade-
separated tracks, and the HSR will reach 125 mph between San Francisco and San Jose and 90 
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mph between Los Angeles to Anaheim, sharing the rails with local trains (Bay Area Concil 
Economic Institute, 2008). 
The California High-Speed Rail Authority (CHSRA), which owns the California High-
speed Rail, was established in 1996 to prepare a ballot measure for referendum in 1998 (SB 1420 
Senate Bill – Chaptered, 1996). In 2008, Proposition 1A passed and approved the issuance of 
$9.95 billion in general obligation bonds, which is supposed to partially fund an 800-mile high 
speed train under the supervision of the California High-Speed Rail Authority (BallotPedia, 
2008). On January 28, 2010, the White House announced that California would receive $2.25 
billion from federal government for the California High Speed Rail (The White House, 2010). In 
July 2012, the California legislature and Gov. Jerry Brown approved construction of the high-
speed system (Martinez, 2010). 
Northeast Corridor High-Speed Rail 
The Northeast Corridor (NEC) is an electric railroad line owned by Amtrak in the 
Northeast megalopolis that runs from Boston through Providence, New York City, Philadelphia, 
and Baltimore to Washington, D.C., reaching a top speed of 79 mph for general train sets. Many 
Amtrak trains, including the high-speed Acela Express (top speed 150 mph), as well as intercity 
and several long-distance trains use the corridor.  
As the busiest passenger railway in the United States by ridership and service frequency 
(Bureau of Transportation Statistics, 2005), the high-speed corridor was proposed a couple times 
to increase travel speed and achieve a high-speed rail project. This can not only be achieved by 
the Acela Express, which is a version of a high-speed rail with significantly lower speeds and 
older rail infrastructure, but also by creating a dedicated high-speed rail between Washington 
D.C. and Boston. The proposal is called “A Vision for High-Speed Rail on the Northeast 
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Corridor” and is projected to cost about $117 billion (“A vision for high-speed rail,” 2010). With 
speeds of 220 miles per hour, the HSR would reduce travel time from New York to Washington 
D.C. to 96 minutes (including a stop in Philadelphia) and from Boston to New York to 84 
minutes. However, the feasibility studies don’t stop, but different kinds of proposals and 
feasibility studies are still in progress. The Northeast Corridor high-speed rail is progressing 
slowly and without significant results.  
 
Literature Review on Multi-criteria Feasibility Studies 
General 
Multiple-criteria decision making (MCDM) in feasibility studies is becoming popular in 
sustainable transportation and energy programs. The techniques provide solutions based on 
weighted averages, priority setting, outranking, and fuzzy principles to problems involving 
conflicting and multiple objectives (Pohekar, 2004). Many feasibility studies have been 
conducted for the California High-Speed Rail and Northeast Corridor, and frequent factors in 
feasibility studies are discussed below. 
The size of metropolitan areas is one of the key factors, as it is efficient to place HSR 
stations in metropolitan areas with sufficient travel demand. Megaregions are networks of 
metropolitan regions with shared economies, infrastructures, and natural resources. HSR systems 
have been proposed in ten megaregions, including the Northeast, Florida, the Great Lakes, the 
Texas Triangle, Northern California, and Southern California (Hagler, 2010). 
However, a megaregion is not a sufficient indicator of an HSR corridor’s success. It is 
also important to control for the distance between cities along corridors, as distance significantly 
impacts passengers’ travel mode of choice. Distances between 100 and 500 miles are most 
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efficient ranges for adopting an HSR (Hagler, 2010), whereas distances under 100 miles are 
better served with cars and commuter rails, and distances over 500 miles are best traveled via air. 
Transit connection within the city is a factor that some feasibility studies may miss. The 
HSR’s ability to bring people into a city without bringing their personal vehicles requires an 
efficient public transit network. However, only a few cities in the US have transit systems 
capable of providing connections within the city, and the HSR will be less efficient without 
connection to a city’s public transit network. To evaluate pedestrians’ level of accessibility to 
transit stations, multiple types of areas serviced by public transit are set in different cities. In 
Washington D.C., they are called as Functional Urban Areas (FUAs), which are created by 
calculating a pedestrian’s walking time using ArcGIS, using the defined thresholds of 5 minutes 
of walking time to access road-based transit and 10 minutes of walking time to access rail-based 
transit (Bok, 2016). New York City uses the walkshed as a similar unit, calculate the walkability 
range from 0 to 100 in different areas. Areas with scores lower than 50 are considered to have 
poor transit coverage (Walkshed, 2010). 
Economic productivity has been studied in both cases. HSRs depend heavily on business 
travel to sustain ridership, and business travel generates productive economic opportunities. 
Gross domestic product (GDP) per capita is the broadest measure associated with both economic 
productivity and individual personal income. 
Traffic congestion is another factor that directly impact a city. HSR systems and public 
transit both aim to reduce traffic congestion because metropolitan congestion increases intercity 
travel times by vehicle, making HSR an attractive option. HSRs could also help decrease vehicle 




California High-Speed Rail 
After passing all demand feasibility studies, the analyses of the California High-Speed 
Rail concentrated more on the economic impact in certain areas (Bay Area Council Economic 
Institute, 2008; Kantor, 2008; California High-Speed Rail Authority, 2017). High-speed rail 
reports was majorly studied in four major sections. 
Business, employment, and commercial impacts are one of factors considered within 
feasibility studies. Shorter commute times in the Bay Area and Sacramento would increase 
business productivity, and an HSR would help Bay Area businesses expand their market reach 
within the state while bringing laborers in the Central Valley within reach, which would benefit 
the job market. Convenient transportation will also encourage tourism and support the growth of 
hotels and restaurants. Furthermore, the impact of high-speed rail could create one of the most 
popular project development modes: transit-oriented development (TOD). TOD is an urban 
development concept that aims to create a “mix of commercial, residential, office and 
entertainment zones centered around or located near a transit station. Dense, walkable, mixed-
use development near transit attracts people and adds to vibrant, connected communities” 
(Federal Transit Administration, 2018). One of the key components is “economic returns to 
surrounding landowners and businesses” (Federal Transit Administration, 2018). Communities 
near HSR stations could develop their pedestrian-friendly pattern by increasing business 
opportunities. However, “investing in HSR is strongly dependent on the existing volume of 
traffic where the new lines are built, the expected time savings and generated traffic and the 
average willingness to pay of potential users, the release of capacity in congested roads, airports 
or conventional rail lines and the net reduction of external effects” (de Rus, 2008), which 
increases the uncertainty of economic benefits from high-speed rail operation.  
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Congestion relief is significant if high-speed rail crosses a city. Congestion can be 
divided in two parts: surface transportation congestion and aviation transportation congestion. 
An HSR in California would relieve congestion on highways and support improved Caltrain 
service by funding the accelerated development of shared infrastructure (i.e., railbeds, grade 
crossings, and electrification). “The system will cut the travel time from San Francisco to San 
Jose to only 30 minutes. Business travelers, commuters, and tourists … will benefit from 
efficient access to buses and other train systems at major intermodal facilities” (Bay Area 
Council Economic Institute, 2008). However, “ridership would be poor at stations without 
adequate transportation network connections, specifically an urban rail link directly to the local 
city centre” (Sands, 1993). According to Clewlow (2012), congestion within airports could be 
significantly relieved with high-speed rail systems:  
“In addition to growth in air travel demand, frequent short-haul flights on routes of less 
than 500 mi contribute to airport congestion. The potential for high-speed rail (HSR) to 
substitute for aviation on these short-haul routes is well documented; however, there is a 
need to explore how rail can serve in a complementary mode to relieve congestion at 
airports by providing short-haul services in support of longer-haul airline services.” (page 
32) 
 
Even though studies in European countries have found that airlines and HSRs have a competitive 
relationship, the studies still “provide some evidence that HSR can provide feeding services to 
long haul air services in hub airports, particularly in hub airports with HSR stations” (Albalate, 
2015, page 1). 
Urban development, land use, and quality of life are impacted by high-speed rail. High-
speed rail stations will be catalysts for growth and urban infill patterns that support and advance 
land-use policies widely adopted by the Bay Area’s elected, civic, and planning leaders (Bay 
Area Council Economic Institute, 2008). The stations will promote more compact, transit-
oriented development in immediately surrounding areas, which will increase property values, 
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generate new development opportunities, and facilitate more livable, walkable urban districts and 
communities. According to Sands (1993), “Land value premiums of the order of 20 per cent 
might occur around stations if adequate transportation infrastructure were provided and 
development were supported by public agencies.” 
The considerable investment in the California High-speed Rail now includes energy and 
environmental tradeoffs. Environmental considerations are addressed within different feasibility 
studies (Bay Area Council Economic Institute, 2008; Kantor, 2008; California High-Speed Rail 
Authority, 2017). The per-trip energy consumption, greenhouse gas emissions, and other 
emissions of HSR are often compared against the alternatives (automobiles, heavy rail, and 
aircraft) but typically only consider comparing with vehicle operation. Carbon dioxide (CO2) 
emission reduction is a significant goal for many Bay Area businesses and communities, and 
HSR will help the state meet the CO2 emissions targets outlined in the Global Warming 
Solutions Act (AB32) by annually reducing CO2 emissions in California by 12 billion pounds by 
2030. However, Chester (2010) states, “high-speed rail may lower energy consumption and 
greenhouse gas emissions per trip but can create more SO2 emissions (given the current 











To propose a Northeast Corridor HSR, Amtrak (2010) released a detailed feasibility 
report titled “A Vision for High-Speed Rail in the Northeast Corridor.” The report analyzed the 
system requirements, travel times, ridership, revenue, and costs for a proposed Northeast 
Corridor HSR. According to results shown in American 2050, the five major cities along the 
Northeast Corridor—Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Washington, D.C. —are 
the densest and most economically productive cities in the US. The US highway system handles 
about 90% of intercity travel between those cities, but Amtrak only handles about 5% (Amtrak, 
2010). With population and employment growth, ridership of the proposed HSR are expected to 
increase by about one-third based on current Amtrak ridership on regular trains. 
Similar to the feasibility studies and reports for the California HSR, The Reason 
Foundation (2011) states success factors include high demand for passenger rail service, major 
city-pairs separated by more than 62 miles and less than 465 miles, potential for 30 million 
passengers per year, a strong willingness to pay for the time savings offered, and high 
interconnectivity to other modes (like urban transit). Even though some financial concern were 
mentioned, the report still holds a positive attitude with potential solutions such as a public-
private partnership. In contrast to the new California high-speed rail, Amtrak has operated 
commuting rail and inter-city railways for decades and the infrastructures are in bad condition. 
Although billions of dollars have been spent in recent years to improve the rail corridor, many 
long stretches have deficient or outmoded tracks, bridges, power, communications, and other 
systems that need to be upgraded. 
However, the review of the feasibility study from the House Transportation & 
Infrastructure Committee (2011) discussed some possible constraints of implementing high-
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speed rail in the northeast corridor. The first constraint is the system requirements. The HSR 
system requires dedicated tracks with stringent design criteria to ensure safe and comfortable 
operations, and the tracks have higher vertical grades than traditional rails. Additionally, gentler 
curves are required at higher speeds, so the curvature limits for high-speed tracks are more 
restrictive. To meet the general speed goals of HSR, the Northeast Corridor must have roughly 
five minutes of acceleration over 16 miles of straight, flat track to achieve the 200 mph goal, 
which means the entire rail system must be upgraded to meet travel time goals and system 
requirements. 
Alignments to local transportation system and business development are other 
constraints. As mentioned in America 2050 reports, HSR has to have resources along the route 
for supporting (Hagler, Y., & Todorovich, P., 2010). A reason, such as market and business 
opportunities, must be provided, and a connection between local HSR stations and city transit 
networks must be convenient. Limiting impacts on existing developments and sensitive areas 
like parks and wetlands is also important.  
The biggest constraint by far is financing and cost. As forecasted by the Amtrak report, a 
fully built Northeast Corridor HSR (NEC-HSR) would have annual revenue of $2.53 billion. The 
operating and maintenance costs would be about $1.6 billion, yielding an operating profit of 
$928 million. Fully amortizing the construction costs over 30 years adds an additional $7.2 
billion in annual costs. Therefore, the NEC-HSR is designed with a built-in loss of $6.25 billion 
per year (House Transportation & Infrastructure Committee, 2011). According to previous 
calculations, if Amtrak predicts 17.7 million passengers a year at an average fare of $143 per 
trip, each trip would have a built-in subsidy of $353 per passenger. With some operating profits 
used for future HSR investments, the subsidy will increase to about $400 per passenger (House 
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Transportation & Infrastructure Committee, 2011). The American Public Transportation 
Association (APTA) has also discussed Amtrak’s unaffordability issue. However, APTA 
believes that even though Amtrak may need to receive subsidies to run Northeast Corridor, the 
value it would create could not be evaluated based on how much it profits. “The question of 
‘profit’ in for-hire passenger carriage is dangerously misleading and irrelevant. The economic 
value generated by passenger transportation historically is captured by the businesses served by 
the transportation network, not by the carriers” (“An inventory of the criticisms of high-speed 
rail,” 2012, page 20). 
The last constraint is divided ownership and dispatching problems. While most of the 
corridor is owned by Amtrak, segments in Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New York are owned 
by the state transportation departments. “Trains dispatched from New Rochelle, New York to 
New Haven, Connecticut, for example, are controlled by Metro North Railroad, which prioritizes 
its commuter trains in this territory” (Todorovich, 2011, page 40). To meet the demands of 
different owners, the speed may vary on specific sections to protect social and natural 
environment nearby. In addition, agreements with the maritime community limit the number of 
Amtrak trains that can cross coastal bridges in Connecticut to 17 per day in each direction, or just 
over one train per hour (de Cerreño & Mathur, 2006). Flyvbjerg makes his argument and stated 
the potential conflict between project and political power, as well as the potential reaction of 
rational decision under political power (Flyvbjerg, 1998).  
 
Research Questions 
After reviewing the feasibility studies and reports for the California High-speed Rail and 
Northeast Corridor, similar factors are used in two cases. Both cases use metropolitan area 
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population, distance between cities, existing metro-area transit system, and traffic congestion to 
analyze the necessity of the high-speed rail, and both proposals were agreed upon. However, 
only California High-speed Rail is under construction, and the Northeast Corridor was put off. If 
the feasibility studies show the project is feasible, why one is being implemented but the other is 
not? What role do feasibility studies have in the decision-making process? If feasibility studies 
are not all push power of one project, what are the other push powers to a transportation 
infrastructure project? What can happen within the decision-making process to make a project 
fail?  
The following research was conducted to address answers of these questions.  
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Chapter 2: Research Design and Findings 
 
Methodology 
The methodology is divided into two parts: a comparison of the feasibility studies for two 
cases and semi-structured interviews with relevant professional planners and planning scholars in 
the US. 
The comparison process aims to list the components analyzed for the California High-
speed Rail and Northeast Corridor and find which component is mentioned in one case but the 
other. Since both cases have similar project goals, factors included within feasibility studies of 
one project but not the other have high potential to become the key factor that decides project 
execution. These factors will be used during interviews. 
A total of 10 subjects were interviewed. Two represented scholars in transportation 
planning/engineering, three of the subjects represented transportation planning practitioners, and 
the other five subjects have viewpoints from the transportation planning industry and a scholarly 
perspective since they were all adjunct professors at universities. Two subjects had work or 
research experience with the California HSR, and the others eight subjects had detailed 
experience with the Northeast Corridor. Two subjects had less than five years of experience in 
transportation planning; the other eight subjects had experience in the industry or a related 
academic area for over 20 years. Since the thesis topic was also about the decision-making 
process, the professional experience of each subject strongly influenced interview quality.  
Three interviews were conducted via phone call, and the others seven interviews were 
conducted in person. Interviewees consented to audio recording of their interview. All interviews 
were in English and ranged in duration from 45 minutes to over one hour. 
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The semi-structured interviews were conducted to elicit expert opinions on the California 
HSR and Northeast Corridor. To be more specific, the interview aimed to elicit experts’ 
experience on the decision-making process and how feasibility studies play a role in this process. 
The selected questions ranged from large-scale questions with broad answers to smaller, more 
specific questions. The main topic was high-speed rail, so the first questions were general and 
the answer could be predicted. Next, questions were asked regarding the California HSR and the 
Northeast Corridor, and a comment section was provided for more detailed reasons. The last 
three questions were designed to wrap up previous opinions and intentionally create contrasting 
statements. Since it is human nature to debate with others, the interviewees provided more 
opinions in their last three statements, and their comments demonstrated great viewpoints. 
Interview content analysis was conducted by comparing the frequencies of responses 
along an agree-disagree scale for each question across all interviews. Since all questions were 
semi-structured with a comment section for free response, more indirect or background 
information was provided in the comment section. Unlike the clear pattern of agree-disagree 
scale, comments provided supplemental information or clarification for each statement. Some 
patterns were discovered after reviewing response results, and the patterns became clearer after 










Findings from feasibility studies 
To summarize major factors used in feasibility studies, factors used for the feasibility 
studies of the California High-speed Rail and Northeast Corridor are shown in Table 1.  
Table 1: Factors Used in California High-Speed Rail and Northeast Corridor High-Speed Rail 
Feasibility Studies. 
Factors in Feasibility Studies California High-Speed Rail Northeast Corridor 
Metro Area Population Yes Yes 
Distance Between Cities Yes Yes 
Existing Metro-Area Transit System Yes Yes 
Traffic Congestion Relief Yes Yes 
Business, Employment, & Commercial Yes Yes 
Multi-Jurisdiction No Yes 
Cost & Funding No Yes 
Environment & Energy  Yes No 
 
These factors could be divided into three levels: intercity relationships, wider spatial 
implications, and nearby high-speed rail stations.  
The intercity relationship is best described using the “distance between cities” factor. As 
stated in the literature review, high-speed rail could change relationships between cities, 
especially the relationship between small cities and metropolitan areas. The impact between 
metropolitan areas may not be as obvious as the impact from small cities to a metropolitan area 
because the distances are relatively long with well-built airlines to connect them. Small cities 
that fall in the short-medium distance radius of a metropolitan area may benefit from the high-
speed rail with expanded residential market and job market. However, the larger number of 
metropolitan services with the long-distance services suggests fostering the metropolitan 
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integration as opposed to the limited role of HSR to connect small cities with external and distant 
urban areas (Garmendia, 2011).  
The wider spatial implications are reflected by the metro area population, the existing 
metro area transit system, and traffic congestion relief, in addition to partial reflection in 
business, employment, and commercial. This scale is more relevant to city system. Larger 
populations are good for supporting railroad ridership, so the revenue from passengers can be 
used for a better operation system. Large populations attracted by high-speed rails also relieve 
airport traffic in surface transportation and aviation traffic. Internal connections within the city 
relate to whether the passengers can efficiently arrive at high-speed rail stations. 
Impacts of nearby high-speed rail stations concentrate more on business, employment, 
and commercial development. These impacts merged with transit-oriented development 
concepts, which aim to integrate all transit modes and commercial opportunities within a 
walkable area.  
Based on the results shown in the table, the California High-Speed Rail feasibility report 
does not mention any multi-jurisdiction or cost or funding problems, and the Northeast Corridor 
feasibility report does not have much analysis on environment and energy.  
Multi-jurisdiction is a unique characteristic in the Northeast Corridor report compared to 
the plans of other HSRs, such as California, Texas, and Florida. The Northeast Corridor is 
proposed to pass through nine jurisdictions: Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New 
York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Delaware, and Washington D.C. (Northeast 
Corridor Infrastructure and Operations Advisory Commission, 2014).  Feasibility studies on the 
Northeast Corridor only mentioned divided ownership and dispatching once, but all other 
feasibility studies did not mention it. However, in the other case like the Aalborg Project from 
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Rationality and Power, it’s interpreted as a metaphor of modern politics. The author pointed 
some reaction may happen between rational decision and political power (Flyvbjerg, 1998).  It is 
valuable to ask and discuss what challenges multi-jurisdiction projects may meet in the interview 
section.  
Different reports and feasibility studies of the Northeast Corridor mentioned the project 
cost a couple times. The cost sections include detailed information regarding forecast revenue on 
the Northeast Corridor high-speed rail, construction costs, operating cost, and maintenance costs. 
To show that additional fiscal dangers exist in the proposal, the feasibility studies highlight that 
subsidies may be required from federal government. However, this concern is not discussed 
within California High-speed Rail feasibility studies. This could be due to the following potential 
reasons: 1) cost estimating is documented in different divisions; 2) feasibility studies were 
completed but not uploaded to the interne; 3) since the project has been proposed and enacted, 
there has been no argument on the topic because it has been financed. This question was used in 
questionnaires and discussed by interviewees. 
The impact on the environment and energy are fully discussed within feasibility studies 
for the California High-speed Rail but can hardly been noticed in the Northeast Corridor high-
speed rail feasibility studies. It is possible that environmental impact assessment is analyzed after 
a detailed plan is completed, and the Northeast Corridor has yet to reach that point. Detailed 







Findings from interviews 
Statement 1: High-Speed Rail is a good transit option in the US. 
 
Subjects tended to agree with that high-speed rail is a good transit option in the US, 
mainly because other countries have demonstrated the efficiency and power of the high-speed 
rail in intra-city connections. For example, Japan’s bullet train, Shinkansen, is the world’s 
busiest high-speed rail line, carrying 151 million passengers per year, and runs around the entire 
country (JRCentral, 2008). With lower carbon emissions, high-speed rail also shows its 
sustainability in environmental protection.  
“The high-speed rail topic has been discussed within the US for long time. Nobody will 
discuss a topic which has zero meaning to the country… high-speed rail has its unique 
characteristics comparing to airplane and automobiles,” explained by Daniel Peterson, Regional 
Manager in Traffic Engineering and Transportation Planning for Dewberry engineering. He 
experienced high-speed rail in the United Kingdom and believes HSR offers a high-quality 
customer experience. Graham Trelstad, Senior Vice President of AKRF Inc. stated, “The other 
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countries, like France and Japan, have demonstrated strong value in high-speed rail. With similar 
city characteristics, there’s no reason the US is unable to add it into our current transit system.”  
Though almost all subjects agree that HSR is a good transit option for the US, some still 
reserve their opinions on this statement. High-speed rail is a project directly related to cities, 
therefore, it is important to zoom in to the intra-city and city scale. City characteristics can 
change whether HSR is adapted or not. “Population density in different cities or regions varies a 
lot in the US. The east and west coasts are more dense compared to the other states,” said Kate 
Ascher, who was the Executive Vice President of the New York City Economic Development 
Corporation.  
Medium-sized cities may also be influenced by high-speed rail, which makes the 
statement in the question not precise because many medium-sized cities are located between 
metropolitan areas. Aobo Wang PhD student at the University of Nevada, Reno, stated, “High 
speed rail may make these cities fall into an embarrassing situation: setting stops in these cities 
may decrease the speed of the entire corridor, but skipping these cities may draw economic and 
employment opportunities out of medium cities and increase attraction to metropolitan areas.” 
However, this scenario may cause inequity issues.  
The responses show that high-speed rail is generally known and supported by subjects, 
whether they are scholars or planning practitioners. However, the supportive comments were 
only valid for large-scale planning. When approaching a smaller scale, subjects tend not to 






Statement 2: Many US cities have a high demand for high-speed rail. 
 
Statement 2 is a narrower version of statement 1. The answers are relatively concentrated, 
as all subjects agree with this statement. They believe many city groups with high population 
density support the high-speed rail operation costs, and the distance between these cities makes 
high-speed rail a better choice compared to airplanes and vehicles, no matter in travel time 
consuming or transit reliability. However, topography is also an important factor in city 
characteristics, and engineering difficulties can become real problems when the project is 
implemented. 
Some subjects showed concern with use of the word “demand.” This word does not refer 
to any specific perspective, and may cause confusion for subjects because it could mean that 
“citizens want to have high-speed rail” or “the city has some characteristics that make it 
appropriate to build a high-speed rail.” After reviewing the structure of the interview, subjects 
suggested that this statement could be phrased as “Many US cities are appropriate / have high 
potential to build high-speed rails.” 
22 
 
“The major challenge of high-speed rail operation is if the population density is large 
enough to make the fare pay back the operation cost. In the US, a few cities groups meet this 
requirement, like Houston, Dallas, and Austin (Texas Triangle), and Tampa, Orlando, and Miami 
in Florida,” stated Floyd Lapp, Executive Director of the South Western Regional Planning 
Agency. Foster Nichols, a Principal Professional Associate at WSP/Parsons Brinckerhoff, made 
a similar statement: “These cities have dense populations… but the more important thing is that 
geographic features in between these cities may not be as challenging as mountainous 
topography. Tunnels are the most expensive part in most of railway/highway projects.” Less 
demand on tunnels mean less money needed, so final cost estimations may be more reasonable, 
providing higher potential for adoption by agencies and the public.  
 
Statement 3: The California High-Speed Rail is a good idea. 
 
All subjects agreed with this statement. After asking for explanation, the main reason was 
the California High-Speed Rail is already under construction. Some subjects pointed that it does 
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not make much sense to discuss whether something is a good idea if the project is already 
ongoing. Other reasons provided were high population density, appropriate distance between 
cities, and positive environmental impacts.  
Interestingly, when subjects were asked to provide comments on this statement, all 
subjects stated benefits widely known from feasibility studies. This response indicates that 
subjects widely accepted feasibility studies for the California High-speed Rail. However, no 
subjects proactively mentioned political impact of this project. Project approval represents the 
project has passed political examination, which means political factors are not generally 
considered as part of a feasibility study.  
Two subjects mentioned airline companies, which are generally considered competitors 
to high-speed rail projects. However, that is not always the case. Kate Ascher stated that  
“high-speed rail stations are designed within downtown areas, but airports are mostly 
located out of the city. Encouraging use of high-speed rail means encouraging people to take 
public transit to the downtown area instead of driving on highways to airports, which may 
decrease traffic congestion on highways to the airport.”  
 
Trent Lethco, a member of the principles in integrated planning team at Arup, stated 
“California High-speed Rail was supported by airline companies. The key reason is that each 
airline tends to make as much profit as they can from one flight. International and long-distance 
flights have the largest benefits, while domestic and short-distance flights make less money.” 
Each airport arranges as many international and long-distance flights as possible. However, 
resources in one airport, like timetables, dispatching, and boarding gates, are limited. Short-
distance flights, such as Los Angeles to San Francisco, don’t bring much profit to the airline 
company but require the same amount of time to prepare for take-off and landing, which 
occupies resources that could be used to arrange a flight from Los Angeles to Beijing, China. As 
a result, the Los Angeles airport (LAX) does not make money from arranging more flights to 
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China, and flights to San Francisco consume airport resources for little benefit. In summary, it 
makes sense that airline companies would support high-speed rail to detract short-distance 
travelers from airport, so airports can provide more long-distance flights and better quality 
service to travelers who provide more benefits to the airport. 
 
Statement 4: Government agencies in California fully supported the California HSR project 
without too much criticism. 
 
Statement 4 confused more than half of the subjects, because most subjects were more 
familiar with east coast politics versus west coast politics. Subjects with knowledge of west coast 
politics tended to agree with the statement for two major reasons. First, Governor Jerry Brown, 
pushed very hard for the California High-speed Rail project. Under his leadership, all different 
sectors, including public and private, cooperated on this project. Second, the California High-
speed Rail went through the referendum process in November 2008.  
Trent Lethco pointed out that a leading governor is important to a mega transportation 
project: “Governor Jerry Brown put great effort into encouraging high-speed rail in California. A 
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project has to be supported by one governor, so that he’ll be the person to take responsibility to 
pull all lines together.” A leading governor makes the government and businesses tend to put 
their resources together to achieve a goal. The opposite can be found for the Hudson Tunnel 
project between New York and New Jersey. People in New York and New Jersey knew the new 
tunnel was in demand, but Governor Chris Christie killed the project as a completely political 
decision. The Hudson Tunnel project will be discussed in Statement 8 and the discussion section.  
Moyu Ren, a planning practitioner in Los Angeles, stated “California has different 
democracy compared to the east coast. When the government has a decision that needs to be 
made, it will be sent to a voting process called referendum.” The referendum process will be 
discussed further in the discussion section. The California High-speed Rail went through the 
referendum process in 2008, and though the voting results did not have large margins (52.6% vs 
47.4%), more than half of residents approved of the high-speed rail project. As the decision was 
published in Chapter 20 of the California Streets and Highway Code, the entire state began fully 












Statement 5: The Northeast Corridor is feasible to build a High-Speed Rail. 
 
Excepting one resident of California, all other subjects agreed with this statement. Similar 
to Statement 3, all subjects agreed with this statement based on factors generally used by 
feasibility studies. Some commented on the conflict between the high-speed railway and 
commuter railway. Commuter railways are too old and slow down the high-speed rails. At the 
same time, subjects showed concern with the multi-jurisdiction problem in the Northeast 
Corridor as too many jurisdictions lead to complications in the decision-making process. 
“States in the northeast have a high demand for high-speed rail. Distances between 
metropolitan areas are not long enough to take a flight, but time and energy are still consumed 
when driving. Driving to the airport, going through security check, potential delays, and getting a 
taxi after leaving the destination airport takes more time than just jumping on the train and 
arriving downtown in the destination city,”  
 
Stated Joseph Chow, Assistant Professor at the Tandon Engineering School, New York 
University.  
“Even though it’s feasible in many aspects, there’s still technical challenges in railways.” 
For example, Amtrak trains from New York to Boston use railways near coast lines that follow 
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old engineering standards, which may require infrastructure updates. Chow also stated that 
“coastal railways have many curves, which may also decrease speed of high-speed rail. Running 
away from coastal line may require lots of tunnels, which are expensive to the limited budget.” 
Joan McDonald, who was the Commissioner at the New York State Department of 
Transportation from 2011 to 2015, stated,  
“The Northeast Corridor is different from the California High-speed Rail, Texas high-
speed rail, or Florida high-speed rail. It runs across seven jurisdictions, plus Washington D.C. 
Each jurisdiction has their own capital plan on infrastructures to serve their voters, so ‘providing 
connection to the others states’ may become the bottom of the long wish list.”  
 
Statement 6: Government agencies in Northeast cities fully supported the Northeast HSR project 
without much criticism. 
 
Aside from a few subjects who were not familiar with government activities in 
northeastern cities, most subjects tend to disagree with the statement. Interestingly, most subjects 
who worked for New York State public agencies tend to agree with the statement, and other 
scholars and planning practitioners voted for “disagree.” This distribution implies that public 
agencies believe they put effort into pushing the high-speed rail project, but residents don’t feel 
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enough effort was put forth or it wasn’t as much as the project needed to make significant 
progress.  
Planning practitioners tend to believe politics stand outside of feasibility studies. 
However, too many jurisdictions were mixed into one project. Each jurisdiction has its own 
political considerations for its budget, meaning the high-speed rail may not be a priority. A lack 
of public involvement can also make it hard for public agencies to hear any interest in high-speed 
rails. Also, Amtrak needs to pay majority on high-speed rail operation because of a limited 
budget, which is not the mission of the company, so Amtrak is also not motivated to build a 
high-speed rail.  
“Amtrak is a self-sustainable company. The company’s mission before the company was 
established was earning money from railways, so that from the beginning, pushing high-speed 
rails was only dependent on whether they would profit from it. However, moving goods through 
the railway has a higher benefit compared to moving people, so it totally made sense that Amtrak 
chose to put freight as their priority,”  
 
Stated Foster Nichols. “Low benefit and high operation cost means Amtrak would 
heavily rely on federal subsidies for high-speed operation. Without enough financial support, 
Amtrak chose not to put major effort into pushing high-speed rail.” 
Kate Ascher believed the major reason local governments did not fully support the 
Northeast Corridor was the high cost and lack of public involvement. Each jurisdiction has a 
capital plan with which the achievement could be seen by voters. “Though voters really need 
connections between the other jurisdictions, there’s no referendum on the east coast like 
California, so there’s no method to let the government execute exactly what the public requires.”  
“I think public agencies have fully supported Northeast Corridor high-speed rail,” stated 




“I represented New York State and worked with the other 7 jurisdictions in discussing 
how to achieve the NEC. It was hard, to be honest, because we needed to ‘sell’ this idea 
to each jurisdiction and make each single agency believe that this project would benefit 
their economy, environment, and residents. Our work was fully supported by Senator Joe 
Biden. Support from a US Vice President was the key reason the project was able to 
proceed.”  
 
Statement 7: Feasibility studies play an important role in decision-making for mega 
transportation projects. 
 
Surprisingly, subjects’ answers were distributed evenly between “Strongly Agree” and 
“Disagree.” After labeling the subjects’ occupations, the results show that scholars tend to agree 
with the statement, and most professional planners tend to disagree or have neutral opinion on 
the statement. 
However, some planning practitioners agreed with the statement because they think 
feasibility is not only important as itself, but it is also important as a support material in the 
procurement process. Feasibility studies are an inventory of knowledge and alternatives for 
selecting to implement. They are also an essential component of the Environmental Impact 
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Assessment, which most projects must pass. Those who do not agree with the statement point out 
that the long timespans in feasibility studies lead most studies to become out-of-date before the 
decision-making process. Also, a feasibility study is an independent component of decision-
making; it may influence decision making but may not fully change a decision.  
Scholars, especially those involved in the feasibility study analysis, believe feasibility 
plays an important role in decision making. Joseph Chow mentioned that “feasibility is not only 
used to pursue government agencies to start considering this project but is also used as an 
inventory of knowledge as well as lessons learned from similar cases in different countries or 
regions.” This knowledge inventory makes the project more sustainable by making reasonable 
prediction to future conditions. The feasibility study is also a foundation for one project. Each 
business case, prepared to sell to public or private companies, will be built upon feasibility 
studies. 
“Feasibility is important because it’s an essential component to go through the 
Environmental Impact Assessment. Most transportation infrastructure project have to meet 
requirements from National Environmental Policy Act, so feasibility studies are mandatory,” 
said Graham Trelstad. “Although I guess that a feasibility study with too many details may not 
mean a lot to a decision-maker, I still believe the feasibility studies provide guidance for the 
entire project. It may not play an important role to a decision-maker, but it’s important to the 
decision-making process.” 
In contrast, some professional planners think feasibility studies are not as important. One 
reason is feasibility studies usually take a long time to organize. The time range can vary from 
one year to decades. In longer time ranges, the data they gathered may become outdated, leading 
to low reliability in the findings. “Our society changes rapidly. Data within three years varies a 
31 
 
lot, not to mention some projects, like the second avenue subway, have had timespan of more 
than 50 years,” stated Foster Nichols. “Feasibility studies that were done 50 years before should 
not provide any guidance to current projects. So, it’s important to make feasibility more valuable 
to improve efficiency in transportation infrastructure projects.”  
“The feasibility study is a component that is independent from the decision-making 
process.  They are used to assess project feasibility, identify benefits, identify impacts and 
identify mitigations to those impacts.  They are also intended to give the public a voice in the 
project and be transparent about what the project sets out to accomplish,” stated Trent Lethco.  
 
Statement 8: A feasibility study is all a project needs for execution. 
 
Most subjects disagreed with this statement. According to responses from all subjects 
following answers in statement 7, the three key components for project creation were a project 
champion, a business case, and a political role.  
A project champion is a specific person within an organization or a government agency 
who takes the responsibility of putting everyone on the project and ensuring the project is 
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accomplished smoothly. It’s important to ensure that every person has a person to report to. A 
project can’t be created if nobody can take the burden of organizing all parties involved.  
The Texas HSR is one case for comparison. A big part of funding came from Japan 
Overseas Infrastructure Investment Corporation because they wanted to export their technology 
to the US, while also benefitting from geographic advantages in Texas (less earthquakes and a 
relatively flat area) (Batheja, 2014). Because of this technology and political consideration, 
economic benefit became the third place in the wish list. Japanese Overseas Infrastructure 
Investment Corporation was pursuing their own interests in the creation of the Texas high-speed 
rail, so they became the biggest project champion to push the project forward. However, 
technology and political demand are not the priority for Amtrak in the NEC, and Amtrak is not 
willing to become the project champion.  
A business case represents the project justification; in other words, a set of reports used to 
justify the necessity of the project. A business case is also used to appeal to the political sphere, 
which is a select group of people who have the potential to champion the project. As stated by 
Joan McDonald, “it’s a tough process to create a series of report to convince each state to buy 
this project.” However, it is more precise to say that the Northeast Corridor’s business cases are 
too large to make people in each state understand the project, and no clear message about its 
necessity exists. The business case is too largely scaled, which makes each jurisdiction believe it 
is not their case. “Tragedy of the Commons is an appropriate term should be used to describe 
Northeast Corridor” stated by Trent Lethco. In social science, tragedy of the commons (Lloyd, 
1833) describes a situation in a shared-resource system in which individual users act 
independently according to their own self-interest and behave contrary to the common good by 
depleting or spoiling the resource through their collective actions. 
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Furthermore, one case was mentioned by most subjects in the interview process: The 
Hudson River Tunnel project (also called the Gateway project). Currently, New York and New 
Jersey are connected by two major tunnels, both over 110 years old , used to run Amtrak and 
New Jersey Transit. With 24/7 services in the tunnels, both tunnels don’t have time for 
maintenance. Due to this scenario, residents in two states desperately need a third tunnel to 
improve travel efficiency and safety. However, even with well-done, seven-year feasibility 
studies and extra funding from the government, Governor Christie canceled the project in April 
2017 (Star-Ledger Staff, 2010), shocking residents of both states. However, this decision was 
completely political. “He did cancel the project with a claim ‘cost overrun concern’, but it’s a 
political move to try to show he was being budget conscious,” Trent Lethco commented. Mega 
projects often go over budget because of project change, additional revisions from public 
process, or changes on project that result from gaining a better understanding of conditions when 
a project commences. The major similarity between the NEC and the Hudson River Tunnel is 
multi-jurisdiction involvement. Only two states were involved in the canceled Gateway project, 
with multiple agencies like Port Authority who take charge of bi-state areas, but nine 
jurisdictions were involved in the Northeast Corridor. Based on these cases, it is easier to 










Chapter 3: Discussion and Conclusion 
Discussion 
When considered in conjunction with the feasibility studies and a review of feasibility 
studies, the interview results uncover a different perspective. The feasibility studies in the 
literature review mostly stick with quantitative factors. The aim of feasibility studies, especially 
in reports, is to show the importance the project to all parties involved. In the other words, the 
feasibility studies are used to sell the project to the government. However, according to the 
interview results, the government’s decision-making process does not address many factors of 
feasibility studies. The decision-making process concentrates more on the following three 
factors: the project champion, business case, and political role. This finding belittles the 
influence of most rational feasibility studies in the literature review, but literature from Flyvbjerg 
(1998) supported this opinion. Feasibility studies showed limited supportive functions in the 
entire decision-making process, and the study shows that scholars place more value in feasibility 
studies compared to the government. Possible explanations for limited use of feasibility studies 
in the planning industry are discussed below.  
 
Rational Decision or Using Feasibility Studies to Rationalize Decisions 
In planning projects, planners may mix up the concepts of “rational decision” and 
“rationalized decision.” According to previous reviews, a rational decision is similar to 
mechanical decision, in which the decision is directly driven by reason without any adjustments. 
However, in most planning cases, planners only use rational analysis to support decision-making, 
instead of using it to make a decision. According to all feasibility studies in the literature review 
and comments from the interviews, feasibility studies are not used to generate good ideas but are 
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used to support, adjust, or defend already-conceptualized ideas. The support  from interview 
results shows projects go through the Environmental Impact Assessment process instead of the 
determining whether the project is feasible in the decision-making process.  
Flyvbjerg (1998) and his opinion in the literature review matches the findings. His 
example, a bus terminal project, uncovered how politics plays a role in a transportation projects. 
Though rational research is conducted, the decision makers consider other factors outside of 
feasibility studies. Creating a simple result based on rational studies is different from taking 
studies into consideration to rationalize decisions, and the latter is widely used in the industry. 
 
Unreliable Funding Sources for Infrastructure Projects 
Funding for infrastructure projects is a big issue in every country, and the US has the 
same problem. This finding is also supported by Bonila (2011), who states the major challenge 
of the Northeast Corridor is that it will never come close to repaying its cost. Zooming in on 
transportation projects, transit-oriented development is a popular method for gathering resources 
from people who will benefit from the new infrastructure. Though transit-oriented development 
is usually defined as “a concentrated mix of moderately dense and pedestrian-friendly 
developments around transit stations to promote transit riding, increased walk and bicycle travel, 
and other alternatives to the use of private cars” (Cervero, 2002), the main reason for the 
popularity of TOD is the way this method integrates resources from multiple interested parties 
and potential owners.  
Moving away from the traditional taxing method, transit-oriented development widely 
uses the tax increment financing method (TIF) to increase funding for the project. The TIF 
process splits tax revenue generated from properties within the TIF district into two components. 
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The first is base revenue, which is the amount available before the TIF district is established; 
base revenues are shared between a mix of local governments that have the power to assess 
property taxes for schools, cities, counties, and special districts. The second is incremental 
revenue, which is the new revenue generated by development projects in excess of the base 
revenue. Dollars are allocated to the government that sponsors the TIF project. “Although some 
states permit counties to use tax increment financing, in most cases the sponsoring government is 
a municipality” (Greifer, 2005).  
This is a relatively reliable method to gather funds, and many TIF projects worldwide 
have been executed successfully, including Denver Union Station in Colorado and the Hudson 
Yard in New York City. However, gathering funds incrementally still does not allow the quick 
possession of large sums money required by large-scale transportation infrastructure projects. In 
addition, very few projects are completed within budget. Larger projects can lead to less control, 
which may cause potential follow-up costs. Using the Hudson River Tunnel project as an 
example, unreliable funding is the major reason governments decide to cancel a project. As 
mentioned in the discussion of statements 4 and 8, the Hudson River tunnel, which was designed 
to become American’s largest public works project, aimed to provide a third tunnel for 
commuter train services underneath Hudson River. However, according to a statement made by 
Governor Christie, the project was canceled because “the tunnel project costs far more than New 
Jersey taxpayers can afford, and the only prudent move is to end this project” (Star-Ledger Staff, 
2010). 
Europe has less pressure to find funding compared to the US, largely because the 
majority of funds in European countries come from selling land. For example, in Copenhagen, 
the Sixth Finger plan is a classic case of transit-oriented development. The Ørestad New Town, 
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as an important developing area in Copenhagen, initiated a well-structured transit plan across the 
town that reaches the airport as well as important highways leading to Sweden. The land in the 
project is all publicly owned: 55% of the land is owned by the city, and 45% of the land is owned 
by the Danish Government, which gives the government the authority to capture increased land 
value by selling buildings sites along the new transit routes (Majoor, 2014). A solid financing 
method creates less concern when planning the project and in the decision-making process, 
which was not achieved in the US.  
 
c. Relative Independent State Governments 
A reoccurring problem was raise throughout the interview process: state governments are 
independent from each other and the federal government, especially on infrastructure projects. 
Each state follows different taxation laws, environmental review processes, and democracy 
levels. In terms of inter-state projects, these differences can become a series of political 
problems. A lack of consistency makes the inter-state projects challenging. In looking at high-
speed rail project in the US, the California High-speed Rail is under construction and the Texas 
high-speed rail is also under the procurement process, both of which stay within one state. 
However, the multi-jurisdiction project Northeast Corridor high-speed rail is stopped.   
Independent state governments also cause the capital plans from each state to focus more 
on their own interests. Many proposals and programs are in the queue to solving urgent problems 
of voters, including medical, commuter rail, and affordable housing issues (Goldberg, 2018; 




However, federal government is powerful, especially when it relative to national safety, 
such as the US highway system. President Dwight D. Eisenhower, who admired Germany’s 
autobahn network, gave the US Department of Transportation one month to come up with an 
interstate highway plan to connect the country during World War II, so the US army could cross 
the country quickly support war in pacific area (Congress Approves Federal Highway Act, 
2009). President Eisenhower became the project champion and greatly pressured the USDOT to 
efficiently achieve the planning phase of the large-scale infrastructure project within one year. 
With an existing highway network, current railway network, and a detailed airway network, 
improving railway quality is not as urgent as the interstate highway system. 
Because of long-term, independent, state-run governments, the public is more aware of 
state decisions and residents pay more attention to state projects instead of federal programs 
according to findings from interviews. State governments and their voters pay close attention to 
each other, but need more effort on inter-states corporation. Even though states like New York 
and New Jersey already have some bi-state agencies like the New York and New Jersey Port 
Authority, it is still very rare in other states in the US. Increasing interstate corporations seems 
like a valid method to make changes to this situation. 
 
Hard to Balance Level of Public and Academic Participation 
When discussing public participation, the planners’ opinions may be divided into two 
categories: valuing and encouraging public participation or discouraging public participation. 
Public participation has benefits including opening the vision of planners and gaining opinions 
from individuals to flesh out the conceptual plan. Public input could allow the programs or 
projects to become deep and detailed enough to eliminate potential conflicts between the public 
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and private sector. For example, the Fourth Regional Plan from Regional Planning Association 
had many proposals and recommendations to improve transportation systems in New York and 
New Jersey in addition to the bi-state connection. The basic idea of the Fourth Regional Plan was 
gathering ideas from residents: “The Fourth Regional Plan includes 61 specific recommendations 
to achieve greater equity, shared prosperity, better health, and sustainability. It also represents an 
important opportunity to continue—and intensify—a civic dialogue that breaks through the 
short-term thinking of the past.” (Regional Planning Association, 2017) 
California also made referendum part of its democratic system. The California 
Constitution provides the referendum process in California, so that elected officials have the 
power to “approve or reject statutes or parts of statues with the exception of urgent statutes, 
statutes calling elections, and statutes providing for tax levies or appropriations for usual, current 
state expenses” (Padilla, 2016). California’s Safe, Reliable High-Speed Passenger Train Bond 
Act for the 21st Century, also called California Proposition 1A, was voted on and approved with 
a 52.6% majority. The public participation in this case became a part the power that pushed the 
project forward.  
However, public participation also has its downsides that can create barriers to 
disorganized projects. After the year 2000, California had 36 referendums pass through the 
process, but only seven were approved. This process requires a more careful and systematic 
approach to allow the public to contribute their opinions on projects.  
 
Difference between Feasibility Studies and Business Case 
Scholars value feasibility studies more highly than transportation planning practitioners 
do, according to findings from interviews and literature review. Scholars prepare feasibility 
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studies from a relatively objective approach, giving clear explanations about the potential effects 
and alternatives within given conditions. As mentioned by interviewees, feasibility studies are 
also used for Environmental Impact Assessment to address potential environmental impact 
nearby study region. Planning practitioners, however, believe that feasibility studies are 
independent from political decision-making. Feasibility studies are thus used to assess project 
feasibility and identify benefits, impacts, and mitigations to those impacts. They are also 
intended to give the public a voice in the project and enable transparency about what the project 
sets out to accomplish. In such cases, feasibility studies are entirely different from business 
cases. Business cases are reports for a specific purpose on a project and are more focused on 
cost–benefit analysis. A review of the literature indicates that reports for Northeast Corridor and 
California high-speed rail tend to speak about the benefits of the project, but some criticisms, 
such as cost and funding and multi-jurisdiction problems, are not mentioned in the reports (“A 
vision for high-speed rail in the northeast corridor,” 2010; “An inventory of the criticisms of 
high-speed rail,” 2012). The different funding sources and different purposes of reports and 
feasibility studies make it difficult to ensure that business reports are as objective as feasibility 
studies. 
 
Long Feasibility Study Cycles 
Long timespans in feasibility studies make rational quantitative feasibility studies become 
less convincing. With rapidly growing populations and job markets, it is not accurate to use data 
from the past ten years to evaluate current conditions. From the literature review, a series of 
feasibility studies in economic and environment situations were analyzed every year for the 
California High-speed Rail. However, official feasibility studies for Northeast Corridor were not 
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up to date after 2015. Proven by the interview findings, low-quality data may lead to inaccurate 
study results, and the feasibility study becomes less reliable to the government and public. Any 




Feasibility studies are prepared by states or cities which think high-speed rail should 
happen. However, as shown in the interview, high-speed rail may take away population, 
economic opportunities, or social resources from medium-size cities which don’t have a high-
speed rail station. Large cities with more fully-developed high-speed rail station and transit 
networks have more attraction with high-speed rail, and may be benefit from high-speed rails. 
On the other approach, the financing method tax increment financing (TIF) method may also 
cause equity issues. Developments within the TIF districts has to pay extra taxes for the 
transportation project, but the influence area of the proposed transportation project may not 
limited to the designed TIF district only. Thus, the boundary of TIF district is hard to be 
determined, and the boundary of feasibility study area is also hard to be set with equity issue 
among different interested parties. The conducting process of feasibility studies need to have 









It is important for cities to exchange technology and create an environment of partnership 
within the era of globalization; however, introducing new technology and implementing it within 
a real project may create barriers for different parties. Transportation planning, as a classic type 
of planning project and a fundamental engineering industry, receives more challenges than other 
types of planning projects because of large costs and multi-jurisdictions involvement.  
High-speed rail is a typical case that received and attempted to implement technology 
from countries outside the US. Success in other countries doesn’t imply the project will not meet 
barriers in the US. With different political structures, implementing high-speed rails requires 
more attention on aspects outside feasibility. Both the California HSR and the Northeast Corridor 
HSR have passed the feasibility studies, but the California HSR is the only one under 
construction. This pair of projects represents a series of broader questions for the transportation 
planning industry: If the feasibility studies show the project is feasible, why one is being 
implemented and the other is not? What role do feasibility studies have in the decision-making 
process? If feasibility studies are not the major push power on projects, what is the major push 
power of one project, especially one transportation infrastructure project? What can happen 
within the decision-making process to make a project fail? 
After the literature review, interviews, and discussion, it is clear that feasibility studies 
are not a push power for a project. A feasibility study is not conducted to convince decision 
maker to make a certain decision but is used for the academic or environmental review process, 




To execute one planning project, especially a large-scale transportation project, three 
major components are necessary: the project champion, business case, and political role. A 
project champion is a specific person within an organization or government agency who takes 
responsibility for putting everyone in the project and making sure the project is finished 
smoothly. It is important to ensure everyone has a person to report to. A project cannot be 
created if no one can take on the burden of organizing all parties involved. A business case 
represents project justification, or a set of reports used to justify the necessity of the project. A 
business case can also be used to appeal to the political sphere, which is a selected group of 
people who can potentially champion the project. The business case must be specific and directly 
related to the local government and taxpayers to gain political and financial support. A political 
role is also necessary to support the project champion in the legal process and draw support from 
taxpayers. The political role is extremely important for multi-jurisdiction transportation 
infrastructure planning projects to ensure jurisdictions can work together and solve the problems 
of a larger region instead of local jurisdictions. However, feasibility studies are independent from 
this structure of project implementation decision-making. 
This research serves as a reminder to the planning practitioners—not only in the 
transportation planning industry but also the entire planning industry—that rationalized planning 
is different from rational planning. Feasibility studies are used to support the decision-making 
process, instead of making a decision for a project. Feasibility studies are totally different to 
business cases. Business cases are reports for specific purpose on a project, which is more about 
cost-benefit. Feasibility studies serve for relatively objective purposes on a project. However, 
feasibility studies do need to expand the study scale.  To address equity issue, feasibility studies 
should not only be reviewed by cities with direct social-economic impact, but also need to be 
44 
 
heard by medium-size cities, which may receive indirect impact from the project. Public 
participation may drastically influence the project but would only be valid in limited number of 
jurisdictions, so it is important to put different political environment into consideration when 
proposing mega transportation infrastructure projects.  This is especially important in multi-
jurisdictional projects in which different jurisdictions have independent capital plans, and 
collaboration between multiple jurisdictions is important for project implementation. Increasing 
the quality of feasibility studies should start by cutting study cycles to make the data more valid, 
relevant, and precise in predicting future conditions. Feasibility studies would become more 
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